Idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis (IPF) is a chronic lung disease of unknown origin characterized by progressive scarring of lung parenchyma due to aberrant activation of stromal cells producing excessive amounts of extracellular matrix. Growing evidence suggests that injury to the alveolar epithelium may represent a primary event that initiates and promotes fibrosis in IPF ([@bib1]). In advanced disease, alveolar derangement is often accompanied by bronchiolization, with ectopic emergence of mucociliary epithelium in the dilated alveolar spaces, known as "honeycomb cysts" ([@bib2]). Specific mechanisms underlying these structural changes are unknown, and no currently available therapies halt disease progression. The prognosis for patients with IPF remains poor, with a median survival of 2--4 years after diagnosis, comparable to aggressive types of cancer ([@bib3]). Whereas some progress has been made in identifying systemic biomarkers of IPF ([@bib4]), no biomarkers reflecting potentially targetable mechanistic aspects of alveolar derangement in IPF that correlate with disease aggressiveness have so far been described.

In this issue of the *Journal*, Prasse and colleagues (pp. [622--630](10.1164/rccm.201712-2551OC)) address this problem by transcriptional profiling of samples obtained by BAL of 212 patients with IPF from three independent cohorts (Freiburg, Siena, and Leuven) and correlating the obtained gene expression data with patients' survival ([@bib5]). BAL is a minimally invasive procedure that allows access to cells from the most distal regions of the respiratory tree, including the alveoli, the epicenter of IPF pathology. Because predominant cell types obtained by BAL are macrophages (normally \>80% of BAL cells) followed by lymphocytes and other leukocytes, BAL has largely been used to evaluate the immune microenvironment in IPF lungs ([@bib6]). In contrast to this approach, Prasse and colleagues ([@bib5]) hypothesized that BAL samples from patients with IPF may harbor prognostically relevant information about structural changes in the alveoli, potentially concealed in the cumulative gene expression reflecting the status of diverse, including nonimmune, cells recovered by BAL.

By following this logic, the authors first identified 1,582 genes whose expression in BAL samples from patients with IPF correlated with shorter survival. Using biostatistical methods, this gene set was reduced to fewer than 10 genes, which, when combined with the Gender-Age-Physiology (GAP) index, known to predict IPF mortality on the basis of basic patient characteristics ([@bib7]), estimated poor IPF outcomes more robustly than the GAP index alone. Notably, one-tenth of identified 1,582 IPF mortality-related genes were previously found upregulated in airway basal cells (ABCs) cultured from human airway epithelial samples obtained by bronchoscopy ([@bib8]). Accordingly, cells expressing KRT5 (keratin 5), an ABC marker, and "related" protein KRT6 were detected in BAL samples from patients with IPF, but not healthy individuals, or patients with sarcoidosis or chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. Thus, the presence of ABCs or ABC-like cells in BAL samples may represent a novel, prognostically relevant feature of IPF.

ABCs are stem cells of the airway epithelium, normally absent in the alveolar region that is maintained by its local progenitors, that is, type II alveolar epithelial cells, which in IPF become the primary target of injury ([@bib1]). In earlier studies, cells having ABC features have been found in the remodeled alveolar epithelium of IPF lungs ([@bib9], [@bib10]). Aberrant reepithelialization of the damaged alveolar epithelium by epithelial progenitors mobilized from adjacent bronchioles may lead to bronchiolization ([@bib9], [@bib11]), a characteristic feature of alveolar remodeling in IPF. In mice, KRT5/6-expressing ABC-like cells emerge in the lung parenchyma after severe injury caused by influenza virus infection ([@bib12]), and their long-term persistence results in cysts with histologic features of bronchiolization ([@bib13]), resembling IPF honeycomb lesions. Because the latter are most frequently found in patients with late-stage IPF, it is logical that the emergence of ABC-like cells in BAL samples, if it reflects alveolar bronchiolization driven by these cells as a stereotypic response to severe alveolar injury ([@bib14]), correlates with shorter survival of patients.

The fact that an ABC signature can be detected in BAL samples from subjects with IPF with poorer prognosis implies a possibility that mobilization of these cells to sites of alveolar injury, if the above theory is correct, demarcates the transition to a more aggressive disease. Recruitment of ABCs from the bronchioles to injured alveoli and capturing these cells by BAL would require disassembly of hemidesmosomes, which normally keep ABCs firmly attached to the basement membrane ([@bib9]). A similar process occurs in skin basal cells, when they migrate to cover the injured epidermis during the wound-healing process ([@bib15]). Whereas in the skin such migration occurs within the same tissue compartment and leads to physiological repair, alveolar "colonization" by ABCs would lead to an aberrant, airway-like regeneration ([@bib11]), making the resulting "alveolar" epithelium incapable of performing its respiratory function.

It should be noted, however, that many genes in the ABC signature detected by Prasse and colleagues ([@bib5]) in the IPF BAL samples are not bona fide ABC markers; rather, they are molecular features of squamous metaplasia, an injury-associated histologic pattern, which can be produced by ABCs ([@bib16]). Examples include calcium-binding protein S100A14, KRT6, stratifin, and neuregulin ([@bib16]--[@bib18]). The latter gene has been found earlier to be expressed in squamous cells in the remodeled alveolar epithelium in IPF ([@bib18]). ABC-derived squamous metaplasia can promote a fibrotic response in subjacent fibroblasts ([@bib16]), potentially relevant to IPF pathogenesis. Both disassembly of hemidesmosomes required for basal cell migration and squamous metaplasia are dependent on epidermal growth factor receptor signaling ([@bib15], [@bib19]), which could represent a candidate pathway of ABC-mediated alveolar remodeling in IPF.

Thus, the ABC signature in the IPF BAL samples observed by Prasse and colleagues ([@bib5]) may represent an "echo" of regenerative crisis in the diseased lung, potentially mediated by ABCs or ABC-like cells mobilized in response to alveolar injury ([Figure 1](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). Further studies, including those employing evaluation of BAL samples at single-cell resolution, as performed for IPF lung tissues ([@bib20]), are needed to identify the cellular origin and targetable pathways of alveolar remodeling in IPF. The advantage of BAL as a discovery tool is that evaluation of cells sampled by this method from the primary site of IPF pathology can be performed within the lifetime of patients, so that the knowledge about patient-specific disease pathways learned using this approach can be translated into effective personalized therapies.

![The normal bronchoalveolar region of the human lung (top left) is composed of terminal bronchioles lined by the distal airway epithelium, which continue into the respiratory alveolar region lined by type 1 and type 2 alveolar epithelial cells. The bronchoalveolar duct junction (BADJ) demarcates a boundary between the most distal conducting airways and alveoli. The airway epithelium is maintained by basal stem cells, normally attached to the basement membrane via hemidesmosome (HD) integrins. The alveolar epithelium is maintained by type 2 alveolar epithelial cells capable of self-renewal and generating type 1 cells. The latter form a gas exchange unit with the pulmonary capillaries in the alveolar interstitium. Alveolar macrophages are the resident immune cells located on the alveolar surface. BAL enables the sampling of cells from the bronchoalveolar region (top right). Under normal conditions, the major components of the BAL fluid are alveolar macrophages followed by other leukocytes (Leu). In idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis (IPF), the alveolar epithelium becomes damaged (bottom left) with preferential injury to and loss of type 2 cells and acquisition of remodeling phenotypes, including bronchiolization, that is, emergence of pseudostratified mucociliary epithelium, and squamous metaplasia, paralleled by fibrotic changes in the alveolar interstitium. It is possible that basal cells from adjacent bronchioles can migrate to areas of alveolar injury, colonize the damaged alveolar epithelium in IPF, and contribute to disease progression by generating some of these lesions. Consistent with this theory, Prasse and colleagues ([@bib5]) have found that in patients with IPF with particularly short survival, the BAL fluid contains basal-like cells (bottom right), and upregulation of the gene expression program of these cells in BAL samples is indicative of IPF mortality. Thus, the emergence of airway basal or basal-like cells in the alveolar region in IPF may represent a biomarker of regenerative crisis in the lung that determines disease aggressiveness. ECM = extracellular matrix.](rccm.201808-1557ED_f1){#fig1}
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